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Historical Interpretations of the IS Discipline: An
Introduction to the Special Issue
Somebody says: “Of no school am I part,
Never to living master lost my heart,
Nor any more can I be said
To have learned anything from the dead.”
That statement – subject to appeal –
Means “I am a self-made imbecile.”
(J. W. Goethe, Den Originalen, 1812)

1. Introduction
In the Information Systems (IS) discipline, past and present existing phenomena point to the need to
learn about the history of the discipline. For example, why is it difficult for IS researchers to provide a
single answer when colleagues in other disciplines ask “What is IS?” Why are there different labels
for the same IS discipline? The question of why we call the discipline (or its sub-fields) IT, IS, MIS,
ICT, DSS, e-government or e-anything, and so on is one that can be addressed historically, and the
articles in this special issue illustrate this. More fundamentally, is it possible that questions about the
discipline (in fact, challenges) arise from a lack of understanding the history of IS? The position taken
here assumes it is, which is the raison d’etre for the Special Issue on the History of the IS Discipline.
We believe that a study of the history of the IS discipline can foster understanding of where the
discipline of IS has come from, what has happened in the discipline over the past forty-plus years,
and how the discipline has evolved to the position it is in today. Indeed, we believe that we should be
able to capitalize on synergies derived from taking a broad historical perspective of what we already
have studied. Using this background information, it is possible to answer the above questions either
directly or indirectly by revealing why such questions have emerged and why the answers reside in
the historical contingencies that have shaped the direction of the discipline in the past.
What does it mean to write a “history” of a discipline, especially a discipline that espouses applied scientific
1
principles? The editors of this special forum (Rudy Hirschheim, Carol Saunders, and Detmar Straub)
2
disseminated a slightly modified definition of “history” to our submitting authors. It was “a chronological
record of significant events affecting a nation or institution, most often including an explanation of their
3
causes” . Whereas one could thoroughly explore the topic of what is history via the voluminous
historiographical literature in the humanities, the sum and substance of the Merriam-Webster definition
conveys what we had in mind when we proposed the JAIS special issue. It is not enough to simply recount
past events for a good history. The knowledge needs to be structured in a meaningful way so that we can
improve how we respond to challenges and grow in the future. Attributing causation is one way to do this.
Another way historians try to make sense of the past is through the concept of epochs or eras. In this way,
they are able to characterize many of the events in the historical record by a set of causal indicators in
certain time periods. For example, Thucydides argues that the Peloponnesian War was “caused” in part
by the growing naval power of Athens and the political opposition this caused in the rest of the Greek citystates. Later in the war, foreign powers became involved, and this created confusion about the ongoing
need to punish Athens for their empire-building. In other words, the “causes” of events changed over time.
Time, thus, needs to figure into any true history.
An historical treatment of a subject is not the same as a recounting of the articles that make up a certain
research stream in a specified number of years. A history of a given research stream would attempt to
conceptualize why a theme morphed over time. The evidence for this would surely be in the scholarly
record. But, without such an analysis, we have a research review or a meta-analysis and not a history.
We believe that an historical grounding will also help identify important research areas and issues
that confront the IS discipline today. Furthermore, it should help to form vision and an identity that can
be shared among researchers in the discipline. Collectively, the insights derived from an historical
analysis are a prerequisite for IS researchers to make informed judgments and engage in a discourse
1
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We interpret the IS field to be an institution, as in structuration theory.
2
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across the many specializations, which currently define the scope of IS research and teaching on
where the IS discipline could and should go in the future.
We find it somewhat surprising that the IS discipline has few published reflective pieces that trace its
historical roots. We are not sure whether the discipline considers itself too young to need such a
reflection or whether there simply are not enough “old timers” around who could provide such a view. Or
perhaps the difficulty lies in the fact that there is no generally accepted start time for the discipline. This
is aptly summed up by Gordon Davis who, in a posting to IS World (September 22, 2009), stated:
I was reminded of many pioneers who were there in the beginning. But the beginning
was not in a day. It emerged as the early pioneers began to see a coherent body of
knowledge in information systems and began to build the societies and journals that we
have today. I was involved in the journey, and it was incredibly interesting. I cannot tell
you who was "first," but I can tell you that many interesting, dedicated people were in
the first wave.
Irrespective of whoever started the discipline, when it actually “began”, etc., we believe that not
having a documented history of the discipline’s evolution is a serious shortcoming and one that this
special issue seeks to address. This can perhaps best be summed up as:
Only by knowing and understanding the many streams which have shaped the current
landscape can we collectively prepare for the discipline’s future even if we cannot agree
what the best future or futures might be. Perhaps a shared sense of history is more
effective in helping with bridging the communication gaps than with obtaining consensus
on preferred forms of knowledge creation. Isn’t it easier for all of us to agree on what
has been accomplished by the discipline in the past than on what we should do in the
future for advancing knowledge creation? (Hirschheim and Klein, 2012).
We would be remiss if we did not mention prior efforts at writing histories for the IS discipline. There
have been scattered conference sessions discussing history, some brief editorials, a MIS Quarterly
4
issue where history was the predominant theme, some IT-focused business histories , plus a few
country-specific histories. However, there have been no broadly-based histories of the discipline, as
in the current special issue, to our knowledge.
The MISQ special issue initiative, edited by Mason, McKinney, and Copeland, appeared in
September 1997. Three of the four articles in that issue were authored by the editors and all three
articles dealt with historical methodology or its application, especially as it applies to writing business
histories. Here is what they say to frame the value of historical interpretation:
We believe that if MIS is to continue to evolve into a mature discipline, and if MIS is to
enjoy the theoretical and professional recognition that academic maturity bestows on a
discipline, MIS professionals must begin also to record and examine its history. A moral
duty underlies this belief. As members of this field we have an ethical obligation to
understand what has been changed in our society as a result of our activities and how
and why, and we must identify those things in society that have persisted in spite of our
concerted efforts to change them. This is among the challenges we face as an
academic field today. Meeting this challenge is why an historical tradition in MIS
research is called for at the present time (Mason et al., 1997, page 258).
Later, they argue for the value of IT-based business histories on how major investments and business
decisions are being made.
Providing insights into these processes surely must rank high on MIS discipline's
research agenda. MIS researchers are uniquely qualified to carry out this line of
4
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research for two basic reasons: we have a deeper understanding of organizations and
people than most computer scientists do and we possess a fuller understanding of
information technology than most business policy, strategy, and organization behavior
researchers…. (Mason et al., 1997, page 261).
It was decided that the best way to operationalize the possibility for a wide discussion on IS History was
to have a Special Issue of Journal of the Association for Information Systems on the subject. Once the
idea of a Special Issue was agreed to by the JAIS Editorial Board, the special issue editors sent out a
call for proposals for a “special forum on IS history” in the summer of 2010 with a deadline for proposal
submission of September 1, 2010. This call for proposals was the basis for the JAIS Special Issue. The
proposals were not to be full-length commentaries, but rather short (two-page) proposals that offered
brief descriptions of their intentions, why they were felt to be significant, and the authors' own
competence in producing an insightful research commentary. We received eighteen proposals and
determined that eleven were consistent with the purpose of the special forum. The authors of these
articles were invited to submit full-length articles. Each submitted full-length article had two reviewers
and went through at least two rounds of review. Of these eleven, the JAIS guest editors eventually
accepted six for this special issue. These six commentaries not only are backward looking because of
their historical nature, but are also forward looking as a result of their reflections about significant new
directions and opportunities in the information systems discipline. Even though the topics cover a wide
range, each reflects on our discipline’s roots and extrapolates on how it might expand into the future.
So, why now? Although there has been some modest discussion about the need for a documented IS
history, there has been no major forum for such an undertaking. One of the guest editors – Rudy
Hirschheim – had been working with Heinz Klein for about 12 years producing a detailed IS history,
but was unsure what to do with the rather long document. He approached Detmar Straub, who liked
the article and wondered if some type of special issue on IS history might make sense. The logical
place for such a special issue was the Research Perspectives section of JAIS (especially since both
Detmar and Rudy were the past Senior Editors of this section). They then approached Carol
Saunders – the then Senior Editor of the section – to see if she was interested in the idea. She was.
A proposal was written and sent to the JAIS Editorial Board which approved the Special Issue. The
rest, as they say, is history!

2. IS Special Issue Challenges
There were many challenges to make this special forum a reality. The first challenge was to reach the
initial decision that such a special forum should be attempted. After all, most in our community have
not been trained as historians. Would the submissions prepared by pseudo-historians turn out to be
an introspective exercise akin to “gazing at one’s navel” – an exercise where the efforts would far
exceed its benefits? Can someone who does not have training in historical writing be expected to
understand historical nuances? We decided that, even though their historical training might be
lacking, our community was the most knowledgeable source about the history of the IS discipline.
Furthermore, our community is the most capable of understanding how information systems were
studied within the organizational context over time and how IS may have altered that context. It is this
community that can best appreciate how various trends – and even various publications – influenced
the discipline. We also thought that since many in the community were growing older, there was the
danger that some voices might not be heard unless their views were captured. (Indeed, the discipline
has already lost many key individuals who were instrumental in the discipline’s development, such as
Gerry DeSanctis, C. West Churchman, Enid Mumford, Dan Couger, Rob Kling, Claudio Ciborra,
Charles Kreibel, Russ Ackoff, to name just a few.)
The second challenge is associated with the first challenge. A historian is familiar with “periods” and
“eras” around which to frame the analysis. However, these were concepts with which the authors and
senior editors all struggled. Putting activities or publications into periods, stages, or eras is one
approach to organizing temporal data. However, this data often didn’t always lend itself to clear
classification, and a rationale for moving from one period/era to the next was not typically clear. Most
authors chose to deal with this by grouping articles with the date of their publication, most typically the
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1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s (Davern et al., Hosack et al.). Often, publication dates were
linked with technology (Petter et al.), or software or development methodologies that were in vogue
(Davern et al.). In one case, the periods were based upon the name of the journal that helped define the
analysis (Buhl et al). In some cases, the authors chose not to talk about eras but instead focus on
specific themes and their evolution from a conceptual standpoint (Grover). In one article (Belanger &
Carter), the authors surveyed articles from the 2000 to 2010 period and hence did not worry about eras.
The third challenge is the length of some articles. As editors, we recognize that shorter articles are more
likely to be read. However, we had to balance length of the article with the ability to convey the key
historical issues. While we worked with the authors on both length and readability, we did allow longer
articles where we felt the length was necessary. Fortunately, we are publishing this special forum in a
predominately electronic journal where length is not as critical as in a predominately print journal.
The fourth challenge is that it is not easy to analyze historical facts in such a way as to derive some
meaningful insights about the future. The editorial process was designed to help the authors reflect
upon the events and publications they noted in their histories. Consequently, we think the authors all
provide meaningful insights about future trends.
The last challenge concerns what is included in the history and what is left out. There will always be
complaints that a particular history misses “the mark” – that some ”key” events, activities, actions,
individuals, and so on were left out. This is unavoidable. No history is ever “complete”; it simply cannot
be. It is an interpretation of events and is, therefore, open to further interpretation. A related concern is
that the interpretations reflect the bias of the person telling the story and do not necessarily represent
the understanding and beliefs of the entire community. Indeed, the purpose of this special issue is to
open IS History to debate. We welcome such debate, and believe the publishing of the special issue
provides an opportunity to help start the debate and for multiple perspectives to be heard.

3. Article Summaries
In this section, we describe the six articles published in this special issue, which is split across April
(issue 4) and May (issue 5). We would also like to discuss the article that precedes the special issue.
This preceding article, entitled “A Glorious and Not So-Short History of the Information Systems Field”,
is written by Rudy Hirschheim and Heinz Klein. It was originally entitled “A short and glorious history…”,
but the Senior Editor who accepted the article (Carol Saunders) remarked: “what is short about it?” She
suggested the changed title; the authors obliged. The article divides the history of the IS discipline into
four somewhat overlapping eras. For each era, important events that occurred are highlighted. The
events are categorized as “management/governance of the IS function”, “technology”, ”research
themes”, “research methodology”, ”education”, and “infrastructure” (organizations, conferences,
journals). The authors then speculate on the value of adopting a shared history of the discipline. They
contend that such a shared history would be effective in helping to bridge the communication gaps that
exist between the different sub-communities that make up the discipline.
In the first article, entitled “The Information Systems Field: Making a Case for Maturity and
Contribution”, Varun Grover explores the question of whether the field is progressing well. In his
analysis, Grover anchors his opinion on four independent studies that he has conducted over the
years. These studies treat the field in different ways: as an aggregator of terms, as a complex
adaptive system, as part of a knowledge market, and as an evolving biological system. The four
perspectives offer different ways of framing the question of progress. He discusses these
perspectives and, based on the conclusions he forms from logic and data, suggests that that the field
has indeed progressed. He believes the field is maturing and that the IS community should be proud
of what it has accomplished. However, through each perspective, he also identifies some potentially
vicious circles that the field needs to avoid if it is to continue to progress.
In the second article, entitled “Business and Information Systems Engineering: A Complementary
Approach to Information Systems – What We Can Learn from the Past and May Conclude from
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Present Reflection on the Future”, Hans Ulrich Buhl, Maximilian Roeglinger, Gilbert Fridgen, and
Guenter Mueller recount the history of the German-speaking business and information systems
engineering (BISE) community by tracing the history of the region’s major journal,
WIRTSCHAFTSINFORMATIK. The history of the community is linked to the changes in the name of
the journal, which, in turn, reflects major technological changes: Electronische Datenverarbeitung
(Electronic Data Processing) (1959-1970), Angewandte Informatik (Applied Computer Science)
(1971-1989), Wirtschaftsinformatik (1990-2008), and the BISE period since 2009. The BISE period
reflects a strategic realignment in which the topic Wirtschaftsinformatik started being published in
three journals: the flagship WIRTSCHAFTSINFORMATIK, which publishes rigorous research studies,
a practitioner journal called Wirtschaftsinformatik & Management, and an English language version of
WIRTSCHAFTSINFORMATIK called Business and Information Systems Engineering. This
commentary describes the perceived interdependent strengths of the community: research
characterized by high practical relevance, close ties with industries, and unity of teaching and
research. It explains how these strengths were developed and nurtured. The perceived weakness in
research rigor is also discussed, especially through a comparison and contrast with the North
American Information Systems Community. In looking toward the future, the authors propose steps to
increase the complementarity across the BISE and North American IS communities to allow both
communities to survive and thrive in the future.
In the third article, entitled “Cognition Matters: Enduring Questions in Cognitive IS Research” Michael
Davern, Dov Te’eni, and Terrie Shaft use a Model of Cognition to explore the role of cognition in three
major streams of IS research: Software development, decision support systems, and human
computer interaction. For each of these topics, the authors distinguish individual level cognitions from
distributed cognitions. Their historical analysis explores the temporal development of topics. It is used
to construct key research questions that were studied over time in each of the three topic areas. As is
often the case with historical studies, the clusters of questions help focus the historical inquiry
(Mason, McKenney, and Copeland, 1997). The authors conclude by deriving cognitive qualities of IT
that have appeared in IS research over time: interactivity, fit, cooperativity, and affordances. They use
interactivity to clarify what they mean by a cognitive quality as applied to each of the topic areas.
In the fourth article, entitled “A Look Toward the Future: Decision Support Systems Research is Alive
and Well”, Bryan Hosack, Dianne Hall, David Paradice, and James Courtney examine the historical
importance of decision support to the information systems discipline from the viewpoint of four
generations of researchers whose work in decision support systems (DSS) ranges from the early to
current days of DSS research. The authors’ “generational” vantage point permits them to observe the
changes in and the impact of DSS research through history. The authors argue that DSS has
remained a key area in IS as both the technology and the discipline’s understanding of decision
making processes has evolved. An important outcome of the authors’ analysis is the identification of
future trends in DSS research and what the users of these new DSS outlets can learn from the past.
Future trends include increasing impact from social and mobile computing on DSS research, as well
as knowledge management DSS and negotiation support systems, which shift the focus to delivering
more customer-centric and marketplace-focused support.
In the fifth article, entitled “The Past, Present, and Future of ‘IS Success’”, Stacie Petter, William
DeLone, and Ephraim McLean explore the notion of system “success”. In their commentary, the
authors discuss five eras of information systems evolution and explain how the perceptions and
measures of successful information systems have changed across these eras. By looking at the past
and present, they offer an analysis of how the discipline’s understanding of success has evolved over
time in terms of both research and practice. They also discuss the inadequacy of IS success
evaluation in practice. Lastly, they offer four themes as calls for future action related to the research of
information systems success.
In the sixth article, entitled “Digitizing Government Interactions with Constituents: An Historical Review of
E-government Research in Information Systems”, France Bélanger and Lemuria Carter analyze electronic
government research over the past decade. The authors examine two samples of e-government articles:
the most highly cited e-government articles according to the ISI Citations Index, and e-government
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research published in the Association for Information Systems (AIS) Senior Scholars’ basket of journals.
The review was conducted to identify publication outlets, theoretical foundations, methodological
approaches, sampling, and topic areas for e-government research. The analysis of the sampled articles
reveals several significant insights about the research: (1) the most highly cited articles are not from the
leading IS journals (with one exception); (2) the most highly cited articles fail to clearly identify a theoretical
foundation, whereas articles in leading IS journals do; (3) the most highly cited articles were mostly
quantitative or conceptual, whereas articles in the leading IS journals included an almost equal number of
qualitative and quantitative studies; (4) articles in the leading IS journals were mostly conducted at the
individual level of analysis, whereas the highly cited articles also included several government level
studies; and (5) the early highly cited literature was mostly from the US. The analysis of the literature
suggests a metamorphosis of e-government research over time, the assessment of which serves as a
basis for recommendations for future research on this global phenomenon.
With respect to the history of our discipline, the special issue was inspired by Hirschheim and Klein’s
article (2012), which focuses primarily on the North American and British communities across a range
of topics, including DSS. It primarily recounts a qualitative research history. Buhl et al. look at the
history of the German-speaking community with more of an emphasis on design science
research. Grover also views the history of the IS discipline, but from an unusual slant – perspectives
derived from his own research. The other articles discuss a history of topics that have been or are
emerging as core to the discipline. Interestingly, three articles address DSS – but as could be
expected, the discussion is far from identical. Hirschheim and Klein look at DSS as a disciplineshaping theme and mention several classic works. Davern et al. address DSS as one of the three
major research streams of cognitive research in IS. In contrast, the entire focus of Hosack et al.’s
article is DSS. This article glimpses into DSS’s future more than the other two do. It also extensively
discusses many more related topics, which include data warehousing, knowledge managementbased DSS, intelligent DSS, negotiation SS and executive information systems. Hosack et al.’s
article shares some commonality with Davern et al.’s article in that both address interactivity, cooperativity (e.g., collaboration) and affordances (e.g., capabilities and restrictiveness) of the various
types of DSS. Hosack et al.’s article more concerns the systems themselves, and hence does not
discuss cognitive fit. In summary, three of the seven history articles provide perspectives of the same
enduring theme. Yet, there is limited similarity among them. Petters et al. talk about another important
enduring theme to the discipline: system success. Finally, Belanger and Carter look at an emerging
topic. As could be expected with an emerging topic, it is much more of a present and forward looking
view than a history. It reflects the IS discipline as a complex adaptive system.
Only the articles by Grover and Belanger and Carter discuss theories in the IS discipline. Belanger
and Carter note that only two of the fifteen most cited e-government articles have a theoretical base.
They suggest that emerging topics are often a-theoretical. In their broader review of the literature both
inside and outside of IS, though, theories abound. A third of the articles in this broader set used
theories on technology adoption and technology diffusion. Both Grover and Belanger and Carter urge
the development of an indigenous IS theory. Why is it that, in a special issue on the history of the IS
discipline, theory was not a leading character? Is it that the IS discipline is a-theoretical because it is
in its early stages? Or is it perhaps because so many parts of the community, such as the Germanspeaking IS community discussed in this special issue, are more oriented to solving interesting
pragmatic problems? As it moves forward, perhaps the IS discipline will generate a solid base of
indigenous theories (but see counter-argument in Straub, 2012, which argues that we already have
native IS theories that will fuel the future growth of contributions to the discipline). And perhaps the IS
community will benefit from the lessons learned in the reflections on history in this special issue.

4. Conclusion
We hope that this special issue/forum will lead to more historical research on the discipline and to
more articles on the topic published in top journals. As readers respond to these articles, it may be
that their own personal historical interpretations differ dramatically from that of the authors. If so, they
may wish to pursue their own research to counter what has already been published and
disseminated. And that would be exactly right from an historical point of view.

vii
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